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	1. Sarevok

**Chapter 1: Sarevok**

Tonight, one of my siblings must die.

Why, you might ask? A reasonable question.

It's a question whose answer starts during the Time of Troubles, when the gods that many worshiped came down to lowly Aber-Toril. One unfortunate side effect of this was the deities losing their immortality. In other words, they could die.

Many of them did, and their deaths utterly changed reality. Think about it. What kind of world is it without, for example, The Lord of Murder?

The one that I now vie for control of. Bhaal was one of the more cunning gods, though; he had a plan. Foreseeing the possibility of his own death, he sired tens, perhaps hundreds of mortal children, who became infused with errant sparks of his divine power.

These sparks were small, nearly undetectable. Except for others of the same ilk. Perhaps now the answer to my question is becoming clear.

Tonight, I arrive in Baldur's Gate, a beautiful, sprawling mess of a city, to hunt down the first of these sparks. I can almost taste the power I'll be granted by slaying this poor person, the rush of intoxicating energy. Who knows how much stronger I'll become? The thought makes me giddy.

The people left on the near-desolate streets hurry out of my way with heads down and shivers, mistaking me for some kind of demon, in my armor; full plate, black as this moonless night, with spikes adorning my shoulders and head, a crown fit for the future king of not only this mortal realm, but of the gods' as well.

Only one man turns to face me, look me in the eye. He looks rather unassuming, frankly; brown hair and eyes, splint mail armor, a practiced nonchalance. This man wanted to stay hidden from those who would seek to find him.

It's really too bad for him that he couldn't.

Almost as if he knows who I am and my purpose here, he begins to run. Why does he prolong his own death? He should willingly give himself up to me. With a sigh, I simply follow after him, probably surprising him with the speed at which I move. Neither of us is a normal human being.

As the leader of the Iron Throne, a powerful mercantile enterprise here in the city and elsewhere, my agents are never far from where I need them. Quite handy for when I need to trap a man, keep him confined in a cage of my own design. Trained assassins come out of every alley, every grate that leads into the sewers, almost, it appears, out of the very shadows themselves.

The man, my brother, runs even seeing an army form from every corner, from every building he passes. He runs because he has nothing left to do. He can't possibly fight us all and win. The thought pleases me greatly.

Eventually, he's forced into and up a tower. Abandoned, from the looks of it; perhaps once the home of some great master of the arcane, now reduced to the last hole for this lowly animal to crawl into.

I enter its high, wide double doors shortly after him. I can feel the time drawing closer. My heart thumps in my chest, not from exertion, but from sheer _excitement._ My time is drawing ever nearer, every second I hunt this fool down brings me closer to _godhood_. Could a mortal man aspire to greater heights?

He makes it all the way to the door to the roof. Frantically, desperately, he pushes and pulls on the door. What a weakling. Can you not simply _break down_ the obstacles that stand in your way? It seems he needs a display of true strength.

He screams as I dash up the stairs after him, charging him through the door, splintering it upon impact. His body flies through it, slamming into a fence that surrounds the roof. The crunching sounds of the shattering door and his body against metal spur me forward through the doorway, stepping over the pieces of wood on the stone of the roof. Slowly, carefully, tasting the moment like a fine cut of meat.

He staggers to his knees. He searches for a weapon; his sword flew away from him after his flight through the air. I glance at it, lying against a corner of the roof. His eyes seem to try to escape his skull as he looks at me, perhaps finally realizing that there truly would be no escaping my wrath.

He shouts, pleads.

"No, you can't!"

I grin, not visible from my helmet, unfortunately. All he sees are my eyes, shining down on him, bright golden lights. The last lights he will ever see.

I grab him by the neck with one hand, and hold him up at eye level.

"I will be the last!"

_Yes. Savor this. Feel the fear radiating off him. Feel his life drain away at your hands. He squirms, he writhes, he gurgles; nothing will save him._

I crush his throat just a bit tighter as I make my proclamation, something more than a promise; this man would face _judgement_ at my hands.

"And you will go first!"

I throw his body over the fence. He screams all the way down. I close my eyes and wait for the sickening thud. Upon hearing it, I lean over to see his eyes, still wide as they were, the last spasmodic twitches of a dying man, blood pooling underneath him.

It was done. My sibling was dead.

He will not be the last to fall at the hands of Sarevok Anchev.


	2. Bryce, Candlekeep

**Chapter 2: Bryce, Candlekeep**

For twenty years, Candlekeep has been my home. Now, today, it seems I must leave it.

I thought today would be like any other in this library – more like a fortress, really, with its impossibly high, circular wall and guards posted at nearly every corner, the faithful Watchers. I would awake at dawn with the cawing of chickens and roosters, find Gorion, the man I call my father, though we are not related by blood, and receive chores.

_Chores_. The word inspires dread and fear in the minds of many children across Faerûn, and for a younger version of myself, there was no exception. _Sort this section of books alphabetically. Deliver a shipment of weapons and armor to the Watchers' barracks. Wipe the dust from the library_. Dust. How much _dust _could there be in that gods-forsaken library? I shudder; I know the answer to that question, and it's not a pretty one.

Twenty years of laboring on such tasks has only made me stronger, faster, and wiser. You'd think being a half-orc would not necessitate such trials, given my natural height, strength, and hardy constitution, but as Gorion would patiently explain every time I complained about the sheer number of tasks he would give me, "The chores are their own reward. Their fruit will blossom in time, and it will be all the sweeter when you realize."

As an adult, I understand his point, but still didn't love the idea of hauling crates around, or wiping a feather duster on old mahogany shelves all day. Which made today all the more surprising. I descended the stairs in our humble home, one of many scattered around Candlekeep's great ring, to see Gorion sipping from a cup; water or tea, perhaps.

"Good morning, Father." I say. A simple greeting, one which I've probably said a million times to the man. He's hunched over slightly, his back to me, those dark grey robes seemingly wishing to blend in to the early morning's shadows that still dance in the interior.

"Bryce." He replies. Not _good morning, Bryce_ or _good to see you! _Any number of possibilities. Something was going to be different about today.

"What is it, Father? You look troubled." I say, walking over and taking a seat across from him at our small, circular table, steepling my hands and awaiting a reply. Old as he was, he somehow looked older this morning. His usual confidence was nearly gone, and, judging by the bags under his eyes, he hadn't slept a wink last night.

He sighs, taking a final sip from his cup.

"Bryce, Candlekeep is no longer safe. We must leave, you and I, tonight."

_Leave?_ I nearly fall out my chair. The word inspires such a rush of emotion in me. _Fear; why do we have to leave? What happened?_ _Excitement; yes! I can't wait to explore the world I've only seen when I sneak out! Trepidation; what if I'm not ready for whatever's out here?_ _Curiosity; where are we going? What are we going to do?_

Trying, and failing, to compose myself, any sleepiness I may have had simply evaporating, I manage to form a question. "I'll need supplies; food, water, that sort of thing, won't I?"

He nods, almost as if expecting the question, untying a small pouch from his robes and placing it on the table between us. "Get those, and weapons and armor as well. You'll not be leaving this place with only old leathers and a quarterstaff to your name."

Weapons and armor? Now I was really nervous. Of course, I had trained with both before. Gorion himself taught me the basics of swordplay, and as I grew older, I became better at it, to the point where now I can take Hull, Fuller, even 3 or 4 Watchers at a time. But the thought of having to take those skills and use them out in the wider world, and now, all of a sudden, still bothered me. What was going on?

"When do we leave?" I ask another question. I get the feeling I shouldn't ask too many, so I cut straight through the chaff, grabbing the pouch after a second or so of hesitation.

Gorion finally looked me in the eyes for the first time since I sat down. He exhaled deeply, somewhere between a breath and a sigh.

"Tonight, as I said, after you've finished any business and said your goodbyes. I'd prefer it to be sooner, but…" He trails off. But what?

"I understand," I lied. "I'll do just that." I say, standing up and grabbing my quarterstaff off a nearby wall. "I'll head to the inn, then; Winthrop should have what I need." Gorion nods again at my plan; normally, he wasn't exactly chatty, but this reticence was still unusual. I had so many questions, but it seems that they would have to wait.

"Bryce." He calls out as I put a hand on the doorknob. I hear him swallow, and then sigh. "No, it can wait. I'm sorry. Go, prepare as best as you can." That was it; no sage advice about the dangers of the road, or stories about the last time he had to leave this place, no proselyting about how I should keep in mind his lessons even outside of Candlekeep's walls. Something was definitely going on. I leave. Putting my body to work will ease my mind, give me focus and direction. At least, I hope so.

Outside of our small home, I take in Candlekeep as a whole before I begin my trip around the ring. Scattered all around were homes like ours, monks young and old running to and fro, no doubt on important errands of their own. The Temple of Oghma, God of Knowledge and Wisdom, stands proudly in one corner, the priests going about their morning rituals. The inn, the domain of Winthrop, Imoen, his adoptive daughter, and numerous guests, rises out of another. The Watchers' barracks and warehouse occupy a third corner. How many times had Imoen put whoopee cushions under their pillows? How many rats had I had to kill in that warehouse?

Last, but certainly not least, the great Library of Candlekeep occupied the center. A place I knew intimately well, several floors packed full of one of the great collections of tomes on the Sword Coast, and perhaps in all of Faerûn, all of Aber-Toril. Several times, scholars have tried to count the number of books in the library; whether with magic or great waves of laborers, they simply could never get an exact number. A literal uncountable, unquantifiable store of manuscripts, references, tales of adventure, dictionaries and encyclopedias, myths and legends.

All of this was what I was leaving behind. I rubbed a few fingers on my forehead, deepening the crease in my brow. With a sigh, it was off to the inn for me. One last day of chores before I set off on a grand adventure.


	3. Gorion

**Chapter 3: Gorion**

As my ward left our humble abode, I could only cradle my head in my hands. Taking a deep breath, I examined them carefully. Wrinkled, bony, weak; it seems I was _old_. It doesn't seem that way, it's painfully true.

I knew it from the moment I had to deal with an assassin in Candlekeep. I was making the rounds last night, circling the great ring as always. I saw Bryce up on the precipice, admiring the ocean over the cliffs, and I had hoped he hadn't spent too much time outside the walls. I know he and Imoen liked to sneak out, just to show they could. How they got back in was always a mystery to me.

My distraction with such petty thoughts nearly cost me my life. The blade lept out of the inky darkness, and somehow, with all my decades of experience, I nearly didn't notice. Moving on instinct, I ducked out of the way of death's first strike, already preparing a spell. It was hard to tell what hand held that blade, as their dark clothes made them appear to be one with the very shadows they struck from. I didn't want to kill this person; I needed to know who they were, and, more importantly, who sent them.

The incantation was almost a whisper, a solemn promise that every mage makes; the power to alter the very fabric of reality in exchange for great cost, in terms of time and energy.

"_Cupio…Virtus…Licet!"_ The school of Enchantment. A small, clear ball of energy thrummed as it emerged from my outstretched fingers. It reached its target swiftly, and I heard a grunt, and a thump. His body glowed in the night, indicating that the spell had found its mark.

I propped him up against a nearby wall, shook him a bit, patted his cheeks gently. Unconscious, at least for now. I pulled his eyelids up. A distinct yellowing of the sclera, and an aura of friendliness and trust. In other words, Charm Person was a success. I took a step back and examined them more carefully; dirty, matted black hair grown long. Black leather armor wrapped tightly around a lithe, dexterous body. There was no doubt; this person was here to commit murder.

When he awoke, however, he certainly didn't give that impression. His head tilted upon seeing me unnaturally. His voice sounded rote, mechanical.

"How may I help you, sir?" The first words of someone Charmed. Victims enter a state of magical compulsion; they cannot lie. A magical truth serum. There were only a couple of questions I needed to ask. I had a limited amount of time before the spell wore off, so I had to be efficient.

Folding my arms across my chest, I asked my first question. "What is your name?"

"Shank, sir." Is the reply. He blinks once, twice, a smile permanently plastered to his face. No matter how many times I see it, Charmed people always give me goosebumps.

"Is that your true, given name? Not a weapon you wield, or a title?" Leave it to an assassin to have a name so off-putting, so evocative of violence that I even had to ask.

"No, sir. Sarevok would never allow his agents to use their real names." Blink. Blink. Sarevok? The name sounds so familiar. Gods. It hit me all at once. I nearly doubled over. _The spawn of Bhaal I left behind?_

"By Sarevok," I somehow manage to maintain my composure to keep asking questions. I don't know how. "Do you refer to Sarevok Anchev, current leader of the Iron Throne?"

"Yes, sir. He sent a small group of agents here, to Candlekeep. We were to retrieve the half-orc living here known as Bryce, dead or alive." This time, he didn't blink. He twitched. The spell was wearing off. I drew a knife from inside my robes, a dagger. I had all the information I needed. Covering his mouth, I cut his throat, setting him down gently.

That was when I knew that Candlekeep would never be safe again. Sarevok knew where Bryce was. I would never let him take my son.

Yet, I sent him off to run errands, to gather his own supplies for our journey. I didn't want to worry him, so of course I haven't mentioned any of this to him. His brother coming to murder him. Assassins potentially waiting around any corner while we're still here.

I paced impatiently outside the doors to Candlekeep's library. It was evening now, past supper. I saw Bryce coming towards Candlekeep's center. Thank Oghma, thank Tymora, thank any gods I can think of. Before he ascended the steps, however, he was stopped by another, one around his age. The two were close enough that I could hear their conversation.

"Heya, it's me, Imoen!"

His best friend from childhood. A necessary counterbalance in his life. Woman to his man. Human to his beast. Peace and joy to his desire for conflict, for murder.

"Imoen! Where have you been?! Today has been crazy." She gives him a quick hug. She's grown now, into a beautiful young woman. Light red, almost pink hair. Large cheeks and cheekbones, with a disarmingly bright, sparkling look in her eyes and smile. Bryce stood before her wearing plate armor, cradling a helmet under his arm, with two swords in sheaths on either hip, and a bow and quiver strung to his back. Looks like he gathered supplies, just as instructed.

"Crazy? Whaddaya mean?" She inquires.

"I nearly _died_, Imoen! There are _assassins_! Here! For me!" My heart, once soaring, was now sinking into despair.

"Woah, woah, slow down." She throws her hands up between them.

"I had to _kill! _To _stay alive!_" His hand hasn't stopped moving. Even encased in a plate gauntlet, I can see it, him, shaking. Gods, why didn't I tell him?

"Just wait up a second, geez! Take it easy, big guy." He was never great at communication. Maybe that's ironic coming from me. "You're alive right now, right?"

"And leaving with Gorion, who's got a _lot_ of explaining to do." He says, crossing his arms over his massive, plate-covered chest and huffing. I owe him an explanation, that's true. I resolve to give him one, once we've escaped to safety.

"Wish I could go with ya. I'd like to hear more about this too, ya know." She says, digging the toe of her boot into the dirt. Bryce visibly softens at the gesture.

"You know I can't ask him that, Imoen." He says, taking a step towards her.

"At least you won't have to go very far!"

His head twitches. She covers her mouth with her hands, eyes wide.

"How…?"

"Ahaha, how could I _know_ that, right?! Come on, this is _Imoen_ we're talking about!" She tries, painfully, to laugh it off. Bryce is not in a laughing mood.

"You, uh, better get going. Don't want to make ol' Stick-in-the-Mud mad!" She runs off. He moves to follow, but halts in his tracks. He sighs, running a hand through his buzzed black hair as he looks around, seemingly asking himself mentally what to do. Just come here, Bryce. So we can get _out_ of here.

He ascends the steps hurriedly. Not that I blame him. "Gorion, I'm ready to leave." He says. It looks like he took a minute to recompose. He doesn't know that I saw and heard what just transpired. He looks visibly shaken by what's happened today. I don't blame him; I _can't_. There's only one person who needs to be blamed here.

I nod, and together we walk to the gates of Candlekeep. The Gatewarden signals to the Watchers stationed by the massive gate, and it opens, lurching and squealing as it opens slowly. As it does, Bryce takes a look back at Candlekeep, his home for his entire life up until this night. Almost as if, on this night of final parting, he sees it for the first time, as well as the last.

For our sakes, and for the sake of the entire world, I sincerely hope that this is not the last time he sees this place.


	4. Tamoko

**Chapter 4: Tamoko**

I wish Sarevok didn't wear his armor so often.

With it on, he looks exactly as he wishes to; a dark, terrifying figure, who could swoop out of the night and end you at any time, obscured so that you only see his towering strength and golden eyes. So many have died filled with terror and dread, looking into them.

But when I see him, as a man, without his plate shell, I see something different in those eyes. I see passion, real passion and love. I see a self-assurance, a confidence that many across the Sword Coast could only envy. Yet, sometimes I also see doubt, insecurity, as on this night, as we stand waiting in the forests outside of Candlekeep.

"My love, do you fear Gorion and his ward so? You look as if-" I reach a hand out towards him.

He raises a hand of his own, as if to block mine. Dark skin creases, his brow furrowing. "I fear _nothing_! No one! A _god_ would say as much." Yet, he shakes his head. Even if it's subconscious, he doesn't fully believe.

Gorion, as the Iron Throne has come to learn, was a powerful mage, a member of the Harpers, an allegedly neutral organization full of those trying to maintain balance in this world through their deeds. He adventured for many years before adopting children of his own and retiring to Candlekeep's once-secure walls. If there was a man in Faerûn who could defeat Sarevok, end his terrible quest for dvinity, it was him.

His child, his son, Bryce, however, remains something of a mystery. He rarely ventured outside of the walls, but was, according to reports, a skilled swordsman, able to defeat the initial group of assassins sent for him. That fact is why we're here now, my love, myself, an archer, and two ogres recruited for the cause. Would we be enough? Would my love die in my arms? It was not a thought I cared to entertain.

He suddenly looked up. With a resolute exhale, he donned his helmet, no longer Sarevok Anchev, the man who held me so tightly in his arms just a few hours ago. Now, he was Sarevok, leader of the Iron Throne, a mortal man infused with the divine essence of a god, willing to go to any lengths to take what he believed was his rightful place in the heavens above. "They are here." Was all he said, and then we knew to move.

We emerged from trees, thickets, and undershrub, the five of us. The two ogres in front, myself and an archer in the back, and Sarevok in the middle, visible even between the ogres' monstrously huge bodies. He seemed to rise above them, even though he couldn't have been half their height.

The voice of an old man rung out through the night. "Bryce, I'll explain everything when there's time, but for now, listen carefully; if we ever become separated, head to the Friendly Arm Inn." Then the voice, the movement I heard just a second or two ago stopped suddenly. "Wait, something's wrong; an ambush."

Then, they appeared before us, Gorion and Bryce. The mage in dark grey robes, and his ward in plate armor, looking, for all his youth and visibly green skin, like he belonged next to one of the most powerful mages to ever live.

Sarevok stepped forward. The ogres made way for him. "Perceptive, for an old man. I'll make this simple; hand over your ward, and no one here has to be hurt. If you persist, it will be a waste of your life!" An ultimatum; how he usually dealt with things. The question is, doesn't he know that Gorion would never –

"You're a fool if you think I would trust your benevolence!" Exactly my point. He would _never_ simply 'hand over his ward.' He's trying to provoke him. Why? Why does he go to such risk? "Stand aside, and you and your _lackeys_ won't be killed!" An ultimatum to match his. Here's the answer to my question. He knows exactly what to say.

"I'm _sorry_ that you feel that way, old man." Just like that, he jerks his head towards the two, and we explode into conflict.

Bryce draws twin swords from twin sheathes; hand and a half swords, otherwise known as bastard swords. Normally, you would choose to wield one with both hands, but it seems he's strong enough to hold them with one. He's my responsibility, according to the plan. His eyes flick from Gorion to us, settling on myself and our archer. Instinctually, he seemed to understand the flow of the fight from the moment it started. Perceptive as his foster father, it appeared.

He ran hard to his left, forcing the archer and I's attention his way; the battle, having just begun, was already split into two halves. I glanced at the ogres charging Gorion. With a flick of each wrist, the ogres were cut down almost as swiftly as they approached him, an arrow of acid and a bolt of lightning striking each down. Sarevok simply watched. Just like him; use the tools as his disposal to weaken the enemy before he struck the final blow. We were merely pawns for Gorion to waste spells and Bryce to consume energy. Our archer, undeterred, drew and fired swiftly. One, two, three arrows.

Bryce tucked and rolled to avoid one, and held up arms covered in plate. His arms stiffened from the effort, but the remaining arrows cracked and splintered on impact. He was no simpering fool wasting his youth away on books. It seems our reports were accurate.

I barely had time to begin an attack of my own. A magical fireball flew towards us. Another of Gorion's spells. My eyes widened, and I dove for cover. Rolling out of my dive, I managed to make it behind a nearby boulder. The ground shook, and the air grew hot like an oven baking. It passed in a wave, and the air seemed to simmer and steam afterwards. Slowly, carefully leaning out of my cover, I heard "Run! Get out of here!"

Our archer was reduced to a pile of charred ash, as was the site of the impact. Sarevok drew his greatsword, hefted it with both hands, and slowly moved towards Gorion. Bryce halted in place; probably deciding whether to listen to the wise words of the man who raised him, or fight and die alongside him. I would make that decision easy. Calling forth a spell of my own, I duck back behind the rock as I chant. I would only get one shot at this. I had to either kill Bryce, or wound him so that he could no longer resist us.

"_Facio…Voco…Ferre!"_

The fire formed between my hands. I took a deep breath. Rushing out from behind my cover, I threw it towards my quarry. He had started running towards Gorion and Sarevok, so my aim was off by just a few inches. He turned to me too late, and the fire singed his shoulder, nearly melting the plate right off it.

At the same time, Gorion was backing away from Sarevok, throwing every remaining spell he had at him. Surrounded by identical copies, mirror images of himself, he threw missiles of pure magical energy, more lightning bolts and arrows of acid, anything the Art would let him produce. It was not enough to even break my love's stride. Walking right up to the mage, he swung his giant blade horizontally, vivisecting and dispelling his copies.

With no spells left to fight with, Gorion drew a dagger, holding it sidelong in his left hand, parallel to his right palm just behind it. He looked fiercely determined; admirable, considering how outmatched he was, in terms of sheer physical strength and size. Sarevok stopped in place.

"What did I say, old man? A waste of your life." He taunted, hefting his sword for the final blow.

"Defending my son, defending the Realms, from your villainy…I could think of no greater end." Were his final words; Sarevok crushed his attempt at a parry, throwing the dagger away, and running him through. Gorion gasped, grunted.

I turned to Bryce, who was already sprinting away as fast as he could. He melted into the long shadows cast by the trees, disappearing into the night. With a heavy heart, all I could think of was my own failure. Gorion's might not be the last death on this sorrowful night

Sarevok pushed Gorion's body off his sword, onto the ground, then flicked his blade, throwing off his enemy's blood, and turned towards me, sheathing his sword. He growled. "Where is he?"

"He escaped in the chaos, my love. I'm sorry." I said, kneeling before my lover, my lord, a man whose actions and words I could rarely predict when we weren't in the heat of battle. He might lop my head off here and now, for all I know.

Instead, he merely looked past me, deep into the night. I watched his eyes move from one section of the forest to another. He folded his arms over his broad, armored chest.

"It was not _entirely_ your fault. I underestimated Gorion and his ward. We will find my other brothers and sisters. But I will _remember_ this, Tamoko. I will remember your_ failure_. Come, let us be off." He turned away and began walking through shadows of his own. I stood, wavering, unsure of whether to follow. I love him, with all of my heart.

But with that armor on, on his quest for ascension by any means, Sarevok is not an easy man to love.


	5. Imoen

**Chapter 5: Imoen**

I had a pretty strange dream last night, after Bryce and Gorion left. He said he got attacked by assassins, something like that anyway. I didn't want to believe him, but then I had this dream.

The Chanters, those old fuddy-duddies, were doing their usual, singing the Prophecies of Alaundo, the old fart who founded Candlekeep. They sing because he's never gotten a prediction wrong, ever. Except this time, I heard my voice first. One of the few prophecies that hasn't come true yet.

_The Lord of Murder shall perish. In his wake, he shall spawn a score of mortal progeny. Chaos will be sown in their wake. So sayeth the wise Alaundo…_

Over and over again, I heard it. First it was my voice, then Bryce's, clear and strong. Then Gorion's, old but proud. Then it was me again, but older, wearier. The words melded together, bounced off of one another, and voices kept saying it, different ones, ones I've never heard before. I couldn't tell them apart.

Then the words turned into drops of blood, dripping off them and pooling together. The pool got bigger and bigger, and turned into an ocean of blood. Then it all rose up at once, a great big wave, and flooded everything, the whole world.

When I woke up, I was sweating, panting. The first dream I could ever remember fully, in detail. I knew something was wrong with everything, the whole world. I had to find Bryce and Gorion. I don't know why, but I just had to.

So I carefully crept out of the inn, silently apologizing to Winthrop on the way out. The stairs creaked a bit, but I was able to make it out safely. I paused before I left. He was a good guy, Puffguts. He just made me do too many chores. Bryce and I spent a lot of time complaining about them, but life was good, too.

Outside, the sun was just starting to rise, the first shadows casting over all the buildings. Early morning, nobody else was really around. A perfect time to sneak out if there ever was one. I made my way to Bryce and I's secret corner of the walls, tugged on the loose brick and pulled out our bag of holding. Nifty little thing, can hold anything you want inside it. Digging around its depths, I found the key.

One unlocked cellar door, a trip down a dusty, moldy tunnel, and a quick sprint up a ladder later, I was outside the walls. Just like old times, which is kind of a weird thing to say when 'old times' was only a couple of days ago.

I just had one question, as I glanced around the forests of Coast Way: where in Faerûn am I going to _find _them? They could be anywhere, along the road, any city or town. So, I started on the dirt path ahead of me. Imoen the Magnificent's Grand Adventure! A young woman, setting off to find her best friend and their mentor to _save the world_! Awesome!

Then, by a nearby tree, I found Bryce, and things were definitely _not_ awesome. He was leaned up against its trunk, asleep like a little baby. But his shoulder was burnt or singed or something, and he was still in that suit of plate armor. How can you _sleep_ in that? There was one other problem: I didn't see Gorion anywhere.

Nudging his burly sleeping form awake, I called to him "Heya, big guy."

He shot up, pushed me away, and then finally got a good look at me.

"Imoen?" I guess it's not surprising, his reaction. I shouldn't be out here, after all.

"Who else would it be?!" I say, pumping a fist in the air and striking a heroic pose.

He smiled. "It's…really nice to see you." He said, finally relaxing. "Listen, last night, Gorion and I got attacked, ambushed." He starts to explain, going into Serious Mode, moving his hands around to articulate his points.

I think I know where this is going. "What happened to him?" I ask anyway, because I'm not sure I'll believe it unless he says it himself.

He stops moving, and looks over past me, vaguely northwest from where we're standing. "He…" he bites off the end of the sentence, clearly struggling. "It's alright, I think I get it." I say, putting a hand on his not crispy shoulder. "Are you okay?"

"None of this makes any sense." He says, softly, shaking his head, not like how Bryce would say it, almost a whisper. "Two days ago, I was just a guy living in Candlekeep, trying to do right by my foster father. Now I'm being attacked wherever I go, people are _dying_ to keep me alive, I just don't understand, Imoen. I don't understand _why_ this is happening!" He says, pushing me away again, turning around and slamming a plated fist into the tree. He screams, in rage or terror or just for release, I don't know. Another punch. Another scream.

He takes a couple of deep breaths, and then turns back to me. "I'm sorry." He says, appearing to relax again, come down from his emotional high.

"It's alright. You want to hear something good, for a change? I know where you and Gorion were supposed to go, and I can help you get there." I say, with a small smile.

"That's right. The other night, you said something about that, didn't you?" He replies, and as he puts his hands on his hips and looks at me, I can see the gears turning in his head. When those gears turn, they turn pretty fast. "Something about not having to go far."

"Just north and east of here, to the Friendly Arm –"

"The Inn! That's what Gorion said too!" He says, punching a fist into a palm. "But why there?"

"There was a letter Gorion got from a friend about that. Something about people he needed to meet there, mutual friends I guess." I tilt my head, trying to remember. It was a long letter, very rambley, probably another old guy writing to him.

Bryce sighs. "Imoen, do you think he might still have that letter on his person?" A tricky question. If I say yes, I think we're going to have to rifle through his body, wherever it is. That's probably not something we should be doing the morning after someone dies.

"Do you know where it happened? Where you got attacked?"

"I do, I'll probably never forget it." He says, looking past me again. "I'll take that as a yes, then? We should investigate there regardless, maybe we'll find some clue as to who was behind this, all of this."

"Are you sure? I mean, he'll probably be…you know, fresh?" I cringe after saying it. Freshly _dead_. A man he had known and loved his whole life.

"It doesn't matter what I think. We have to do it. We have no other leads." He says, boldly striding past me and towards where he was looking earlier. The sun still rising on this cruel dawn, I follow after him, not really wanting to object any longer. Imoen the Magnificent and her sidekick Bryce.

It's about an hour's walk to the site, and, frankly, my feet are a bit sore. How can Bryce move around and do all this stuff in full plate? It doesn't make sense to me. I mean, obviously he's not fully human, he's half-orcish, but still.

He sighs as he takes it in. "Thankfully, it's all still fresh in my mind." He says, pointing over to a circle of soot, surrounded by a larger ring of it on the ground nearby. "There was where Gorion shot a fireball and killed one attacker." He then points over to two dead ogres. "There, two more he killed. The other two aren't here, which means they must have escaped."

I was still observing the carnage, eyes wide. "What…happened?" Is all I can manage.

"Like I said earlier, an attack. Five of them came out from the trees and demanded me. Gorion refused to hand me over, and so we fought. I had to run. I shamed and embarrassed myself, and traded Gorion's life for my own." He says, looking down at the ground, mumbling the last part.

The two of us just stand there. Birds chirp in the nearby trees. The wind rustles undershrub and branches, and the ocean waves rise and fall softly in the far distance.

"You fought? Weren't you scared, or nervous, or - "

"Running on adrenaline. It was fight, or die, or whatever was supposed to happen to me. You see what I mean, though? None of this makes any sense to me." He says, shaking his head again and letting out a deep breath.

Yeah, it's not really making any sense to me either. He starts off towards Gorion's body, still swaddled in his robes, stained with blood. I put a hand up. "Wait. What should I do? I wanna help, Bryce. You can't do this by yourself."

He stops, considers what I said, hopefully. His back is so huge, I can hardly believe we both used to be children not so long ago. "Can't I? Alright, you keep watch. I'd rather not get eaten by wolves or whatever else is out here. I understand that you want to help, you came out here after me, after all. I just…need to do this. I need to see his body, take in all of this."

"Okay." Is all I say in return. He's got to process this, let it all hit him, I guess. I dunno if that's necessarily healthy, but if it's how he wants to handle it, I'll let him. So I turn around, and keep a sharp eye on our surroundings. The early morning light would be beautiful if not for our circumstances. The ocean is calm, and Candlekeep stands proudly in the distance, just over the horizon. Sighing, I turn back around to watch Bryce.

He's going through Gorion's pockets, poring over everything he finds. A bag with some gold pieces, and assorted scrolls. He stands up, walks over to a dagger on the ground nearby, picks it up, and turns it over in his hand. Then, he walks back over to Gorion's body and hefts it up onto his back, and walks back over to me.

"What are you doing?" I ask.

"We can't just leave his body here to rot. I say we take it back to Candlekeep, let them inter him there. He did love Oghma, after all, for what good that did him." He says, bitterly.

His eyes are wet, and he chokes out his words. "Before we go anywhere, let's just take a breather, maybe check out those scrolls you dug up, huh? Don't be in such a hurry to fix everything, do everything."

"I know, I just…" He sniffles, picks at an eye. "You're right. You're…just right, yeah." He lays down the body gently and sits, taking off a gauntlet and wiping at his face with a green hand. I sit down too, and then he just starts sobbing. I pull him into a hug.

Kind of funny, really. I don't think I've ever seen Bryce cry before. He doesn't say anything, and neither do I. There's nothing really good to say, in this situation. My big adventure to save the world…let's just call it a rough start. Things will get better, for me and for my best friend.


	6. Xzar

**Chapter 6: Xzar**

Ah, another glorious afternoon! Look at how the sun just _shines _straight above our heads, the noontime guardian angel of all! The clouds part and seem to kneel in deference before its radiant glory! The _blueness _of the sky, like the first bruises on a child learning to become a man! Oh, I could just _squeal _in delight, I tell you!

Unfortunately, Montaron doesn't like it when I squeal. "_Shut it_, ya balmy 'nit!" He would say, with no delay, no compromising my treasure, my view of this wonderful day. For a Halfling, he sure isn't very jovial.

Well, dear Mother and Father weren't very jovial either, and look what happened to them! The first victims of Xzar, the cheeriest, most jovial necromancer in all the Sword Coast! Or maybe it was my Aunt and Uncle. So hard to keep track of who dies when, the bodies usually just sort of pile up. When they do, it's _amazing_, I say! So much pink flesh, stripped bare of those qualities….

Speak of the devil, here comes two _exquisite _samples of flesh, before my unworthy eyes! Look at the _smoldering, simmering _of that half-orc young man, standing a head and a half above me and three or four above Montaron, green skin wrapped in a tight cocoon of plate armor, looking for all the word like a walking armory! Next to him is the light to his darkness, it would seem; a chipper looking lass! What a _delightful _pair! They're coming this way, just up the road! Is this day just getting better, or what!?

The half-orc and the human girl notice me first, because who _wouldn't _notice the great and powerful Xzar! My tattoos seem to catch their eyes and hold them, trapped like the _ungrateful swine that kept me trapped inside my own home _–

Those _eyes!_ The blackness of his eyes! Black, like the coal used to start those most tempestuous flames! Black, like the sky when the sun sets, before the arrival of the first stars! Simply empty, cold darkness! _What a sight_! What a magnificent pair of _eyes_!

"Excuse me, good sirs." The half-orc says, walking up to us with the lass trailing just behind.

"Montaron!" I turn to my companion. "Look at these poor, weary souls! They have been set upon by some unknown danger, some fearsome wrath!"

He takes a second to size them up; his eyes dart to the half-orc's shoulder, which looks to have nearly melted off of his person, or at least the plate covering it.

"Aye, they look to be in rough shape, wizard." He says, looking at me while never quite pivoting his attention away from the pair. _That's _my Monty! Always prepared for a good scrap, a good _killing_.

"Friend, please, take this, a token of goodwill from strangers on the road." I say, fishing through my robes, green as the grass that surrounds us, and pulling out a potion of healing. "It would be a disservice _not _to help you!" I say, cackling, and I meant every word. My eyes, bright, sparkling and inviting, would brook no disagreement.

The half-orc looks to his friend, hesitating. She merely shrugs. _Take it! _Drink _deep _from its healing sustenance! Become as _bright_ and _glorious_ as this stupendous day!

His hand reaches to the potion and retreats quickly with it, seeming hesitant even in swiftness. He stares me down with those eyes of his. My hands drag down my cheeks. "Oh, I can't take it any longer! Just _drink it_!" I wail.

Montaron just sighs next to me. "If it'll shut him up, it be a good idea, I say." He comments. _Shut me up!?_ The _nerve _of such a _foolish sugg –_

He drinks the potion. _Betrayal!_ I claw at my face, gnashing and moaning. "You can't 'shut up' the _truth_, Montaron! It will shine bright as the wondrous sun above our heads!"

"If I could interject…" The half-orc starts.

"We need to get to the Friendly Arm Inn. Do you two know the best way?" His friend finishes, smirking as she glances at him. Oooh, cut right to the chase, shall we? The deepest cut first, bleed out the jugular? What a _delicious_ idea.

"Lass, we're at the Great Crossroad. Jus' follow this way north, and you'll be there in not a day's time." Montaron helpfully explains, jerking a thumb backwards, northwards.

"But _Montaron, _that's the _wrong way!"_ He shoots me a sidelong pair of daggers. Montaron's eyes are killer's eyes, but not nearly as _interesting_ as the half-orc's, not by a long shot. "They should come with us to – "

"To Nashkel? What good would they be there?" He refutes, flatly. "Couple o' swaddlin' babes not fit to fight a cold, much less what'ver be in those mines."

This time, the half-orc steps in. "I've seen my share of danger, already. If we go with you, we'd more than prove ourselves capable. Plus, we need to repay you for your generous gift." He says, shaking the half-empty potion bottle.

Montaron stops, crosses his arms, now turning his attention fully to our green friend. "You, fine, but the lass…"

Just then, a demonic baying and howling cry pierces the air. "Wolves," the half-orc says. "About seventy paces east, coming through the trees. Aiming to flank us, it appears."

His friend balks. "How –"

"_It's time!_" I shout. "_The thrill _of the _hunt_! _Life, _or_ death!_ To _arms!" _Drawing my dagger, I charge eastward. "Wait! By all the bloody hells, _wait_ y' damn fool!" Montaron runs after me, and our two new friends follow as well.

I _see _them! Oooh, I _see _them for what they really are! Nothing more than savage _beasts_, waiting to die at the most capable hands in the Realms! They emerge as one, a pack of them from the forest, like tentacles from the deep ocean, like the undead from their graves!

"_Vita…Mortis…Careo!"_

The chant, the chant, the wonderful _song_ of necromancy, the song that drains the very marrow from their bones, the pink from their flesh, their _soul_! _Sing, Xzar_! _Sing_, and conduct the wonderful orchestra of _death!_

I pull my hand back, and one wolf yips, its last great gasp as it drops dead. _Yes!_ _Die_, and know that you never truly _lived_, unless your name is _Xzar_!

The rest barrel forward. Could this be the _end_? The sweet release from this mortal coil?

Never, I say! Not while my friends are here!

An arrow races forward from behind me, stabbing through the flank of one and causing it to fall.

"Nice shot, lass!" Montaron calls, as he and the half-orc end up in front of me, two bastard swords and a shortsword at the ready. "Three left, lad. Think y' can take 'em? Think y' can stand against these animals?"

"Watch me." He says, and the two of them charge. One claws at Montaron, and he steps to his right, a beautiful twirling slash across its neck sends it to its doom. The half-orc rolls forward, towards the remaining two. They jump, together, as one, and with a duck and upward thrust of both blades, they fall the same way.

What's left…is beautiful _carnage_! Terrifying, awe-inspiring, the power of _teamwork_, of _heroes_! Blades are sheathed, breaths of exertion are drawn, and the day seems to be growing more _exciting_ by the minute!

"Just be glad those weren't people. Not as easy t' take those down." Montaron says, sheathing his shortsword, blood still drooling off of it.

"We did it! Awesome!" The girl shouts, running up to the rest of us. "Bryce, that was amazing! How did you know –"

Bryce? Hmmm, so that's his name.

"Imoen, they were hungry, and scared. This wasn't…awesome." He replies, a hand going to his helmeted head as he looks around at what we accomplished.

Bryce, and Imoen. Hmmm, good names, _strong_ names.

Montaron cocks up an eyebrow. "Bryce, was it? The lass, Imoen, raises a good point. How did ye know they was there?"

"Imoen and I spent a fair bit of time out here, in the wilderness, in our youths. It was the only place to go besides Candlekeep. Somehow, I've developed an affinity for it, I suppose. Animals, plants, nature. I recognized the wolves' position based on the tracks they left," he says, pointing to the visible paw prints from where we were to this spot, "and by the sounds they made, cracking twigs and such."

"Lad, having a good set of eyes and ears can't cut it. There's something else t' those senses of yours."

"Something positively _interesting!_" I shout, grabbing a shoulder of each man with free hands. "We simply _must _let them come with us now!" I can't help but giggle.

"Must we, ye blimy…" Montaron mutters.

"If you'll agree to head north first, to the Friendly Arm, we'd be happy to accompany you." Bryce says, carefully removing himself from my grasp and taking a few cautious steps back.

Imoen purses her lips and gives Bryce a good stare. "_We_ should probably, you know, _discuss _this first?"

"There's nothing to discuss!" I say, placing myself in the middle of our haphazardly formed circle. "You're a great shot, Montaron's got a killer's instinct and skill, Bryce has senses and sensibility beyond questioning," I say pointing to each member of our team, "and _I_, of course, am the greatest necromancer in all the Sword Coast! We're _unstoppable_!" I finish, laughing, throwing my head back and simply daring nature to prove me wrong.

Everyone is silent for a bit after that.

Imoen is the first to speak. "Yeah, let's just…get going…"


	7. Bryce, Near the Friendly Arm Inn

**Chapter 7: Bryce, Near the Friendly Arm Inn**

The four of us, Imoen, Xzar, Montaron and I found ourselves breaking for camp, with Imoen and I sitting near a crackling fire, the night after our first meeting. According to Montaron's directions, we were headed the right way to reach the Friendly Arm Inn; north on the Coast Way from the Great Crossroad, as he called it.

I'd never heard of that place having a name before, but it does make sense; north to the Friendly Arm and Baldur's Gate, south to Beregost and, eventually, Nashkel, and west back home, to Candlekeep. Already, it feels so far away. It's hard to remember that just a few days ago, I never would've dreamed of going on a journey like this one. Maybe I would've dreamt of it, but to actually do it? That was the stuff of novels, tales of heroes like Elminster and Drizzt Do'Urden.

Imoen came and sat next to me on our makeshift log bench, looking radiantly happy even amongst this deep darkness.

"Hey, you! Looking moody as usual." She said, plopping down and sticking her tongue out at me.

"I don't think you can blame me for that," I counter, staring into the fire, hands clasped. "Considering what we've already been through, what _I've_ been through…" I continue, and turn to look at her. Her smile fades, and she twists her mouth sideways.

"Yeah, sorry. I wanted to ask you about what happened earlier today, with the wolves." We didn't talk much after the four of us agreed to travel together, trying to concentrate on our surroundings, make sure we didn't run into more wild animals or the bandits that are said to be so prevalent. I wondered, on that several hour march, if Imoen and I hadn't just found ourselves a pair of bandits, and would be accosted or worse on the way.

"What of it?" I have to ask, because she doesn't.

"Well, I dunno how to say this best, but…I think you didn't tell us the whole truth." She says, pausing for several seconds, forming the inquiry in her mind, a novice sculptor forming their first expensive clay pot. Then, she looks at me, then quickly back to the fire, almost like she didn't believe it herself.

"That's because, Imoen…" I start, and look over to Xzar and Motaron's side of the camp, narrowing my eyes, sharpening my view. Somehow, I know that they're alive but sleeping. Somehow. _How_? "I didn't. Or rather, I couldn't. Between the night of Gorion's death and now, my senses have sharpened. I did recognize the wolves' tracks and noises, but I also knew, beyond all doubt, where they were and that they lived, their intent to kill. That part I couldn't explain, so I didn't say." I finish, still not quite sure what exactly I'm describing.

She looks back to me, relieved, much to my surprise. "Okay, that's great, I didn't want to accuse you of lying or anything. But, uh…" She tries to reply, but cuts herself off, kneading her hands together, fidgeting.

"It's strange, right? It's unusual, even for a nonhuman. It doesn't make rational sense." I say.

"Yeah. Nobody's gonna believe you until they see it. Why do you think you got this, um, sixth sense of yours?" She's asking a lot of questions, which is great, but unusual behavior for her.

"After I…ran," I almost can't say it, but force myself to continue, "and collapsed, I had a dream unlike any I've ever had."

Her eyes widen in response. "What kind of dream? Were there weird voices, and blood everywhere?"

I can only lift an eyebrow in response. "Imoen, did you also have a dream recently?"

"_Yes_! It was _so weird_!" She almost shouts, but jerks her head back to our sleeping companions when her voice gets too loud.

"Did you say blood? And voices? It sounds more like a nightmare."

She explains, or tries to, in further detail. My impression…it wasn't good. None of it. Voices she had never heard before, and blood filling the world. It might be more accurate to call it a vision than a dream, ill portents abound. Not to mention Alaundo's prophecy.

I sigh. "Well, would you like to hear more about my –" before I can finish the thought, I feel another presence. _One person, a short ways north, no intent to murder. Arcane energy. Spellcaster?_ Near instantaneously, my mind processes all this information it should have no way of knowing, fires it off in rapid bursts to me.

"Trouble?" Imoen says, quickly looking to me and following my eyes.

I stand up, hold out a hand. "I don't think so, but somebody is getting closer, taking the road south towards us. I'll scout up ahead and meet them." Before she can object, I cautiously make my way through the short distance from our camp back to the road. I could just let this person by, but I need to know more about what these mysterious senses of mine are telling me. Is this person important?

Imoen is just behind me, but doesn't follow me out onto the road itself. A good thought, on her part. She can have an arrow trained, ready to fire in a heartbeat. We've only been at this for a day at most, and it seems we're both developing the skills we'll need to survive.

An old man approaches me. He hunches slightly as he walks on dirt and gravel, a walking stick in hand. Probably some sort of staff. His bright red robes stand out even against the backdrop of evening. When he looks at me, the wrinkles on his face crease into a smile. Does he know who I am?

"Ho there, wanderer! Stay thy course to indulge an old man." He shouts, traversing the distance between us rather quickly, considering his advanced age. "It's been a tenday or so since I've had decent conversation. These days, travel seems to be the domain of either the desperate or the deranged. Might I ask which pertains to you?" Desperate or deranged, he says. Not exactly wrong. Bandits prowl the roads, and I'm traveling with people who would match those two words almost perfectly.

"I think I would prefer determined." I say, my hands relaxing off the hilts of my swords, and coming up folded over my chest. "Just headed up to the Friendly Arm for some much-needed rest."

"A great inn, that, and just to the north of here. I have a feeling you'll meet some very good friends there." He says, winking as he moves past me. Wait…good friends, at the Friendly Arm? Could he be –

"It seems you've answered my query well enough. So I shall leave you to your travels and your troubles. A good evening, and I hope we meet again in better circumstances." He says, seeming to disappear into the shadows between the trees.

When I return to Imoen, she looks about as surprised as I was. "Who was that guy?" She voices my thought perfectly, her nose crinkling as she looks to where he apparently vanished.

"I think I have a pretty good idea." I say, as we make our way back to our camp. I pull out a scroll from our team's pack (courtesy of Xzar and Montaron, who were baffled as to why we didn't have a place to store such important items.) Motioning to Imoen, I unroll it and place it on the ground by the fire.

_My friend Gorion,_

_Please forgive the abruptness with which I now write, but time is short and there is much to be done. What we have long feared may soon come to pass, though not in the manner foretold, and certainly not in the proper time frame. As we both know, forecasting these events has proved increasingly difficult, leaving little option other than a leap of faith. We have done what we can for those in thy care, but the time nears when we must step back and let matters take what course they will. We have, perhaps, been a touch too sheltering to this point._

_Despite my desire to remain neutral in this matter, I could not, in good conscience, let events proceed without some measure of warning. The other side will move very soon, and I urge thee to leave Candlekeep this very night, if possible. The darkness may seem equally threatening, but a moving target is much harder to hit, regardless of how sparse the cover. A fighting chance is all that can be asked for at this point._

_Should anything go awry, do not hesitate to seek aid from travelers along the way. I do not need to remind thee that it is a dangerous land, even without our current concerns, and a party is stronger than an individual in all respects. Should additional assistance be required, I understand that Jaheira and Khalid are currently at the Friendly Arm Inn. They know little of what has passed, but they are ever thy friends and will no doubt help however they can._

_Luck be with us all.  
>I'm getting too old for this.<em>

_E_

I look at Imoen, who's scratching her head as she looks at it. "What about it? It's the letter Gorion got from…_ohhh_…" It finally snaps into place, and her scratching hand turns into a fist and lightly hits her noggin. "The _other_ _old guy_!"

"Exactly. It seems we ran into our mysterious E. He knew that we would meet someone at the Friendly Arm, 'good friends,' which means he must know these two, Khalid and Jaheira. He also seemed to recognize me, which means he most likely knew Gorion. It's circumstantial, but the evidence is compelling."

"Hah, you're sounding like one of those detective types. Maybe we'll have to solve a murder next?" She says, giggling.

Murder. Not an easy word for me to stomach. Imoen's strange dream involved a prophecy Alaundo made about the Lord of Murder. My own foster father lies dead, murdered in cold blood by a man who looked more like a force of nature than a person. Now, out here in the thick of the Sword Coast's conspiracies, wide wilderness, and danger, we ourselves will have to commit the atrocious act in order to make it to tomorrow. _Murder_.

"Who knows, right? For now, let's just get some rest. Tomorrow, we should make it to the Friendly Arm, and hopefully Khalid and Jaheira will have some answers."

"I just hope they're not crazy. You know, would be nice for a change of pace." She says, looking with poorly-veiled contempt at our newest companions, who didn't make stellar first impressions on her.

I can only nod in agreement. It's a hard thought for me to think, but I have to think it anyway; those two may be unbalanced, but they might be the only reason we're still alive right now. Gorion, watch over us on our way. I will do your life justice. I will remember you always. I will find whoever did this and deal with them, whatever it takes.


End file.
